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The seriousness of the situation is 
hitting home. This could be “the first 
total closure since commercial salmon 
fishing started in San Francisco Bay 
and the delta in 1848,” said Zeke 
Grader, executive director of the 
Pacific Federation of Fishermen’s 
Associations.
Early possible clues to the collapse 
have focused on cyclical ocean 
conditions. Specifically, a warm 
phase in the northern Pacific altered 
a current that flows from the north 
along the coast. Because salmon runs 
as far north as Washington are also 
depressed, some researchers have 
pointed to the shift in ocean conditions 
as the main cause.
The Sacramento River autumn run, 
the San Francisco Bay’s biggest run, 
was the second worst recorded for 
spawning chinook, or king, salmon last 
year. The worst year was in 1992, but 
the salmon fishery recovered to the 
large numbers seen ten years later.
The fish passing under the Golden 
Gate bridge on the run back to their 
native streams is the last surviving run 
of dozens along California’s Pacific 
coast. The Central Valley’s spring run 
may have once been the largest, but 
most of the habitat is now behind 
dams.
But the head of the fisheries 
management council, Don McIsaac, 
has argued that ocean conditions 
cannot tell the whole story because 
the problem is especially bad in the 
Sacramento River.
The reason for the sudden collapse 
in the run of the Sacramento autumn 
chinook stock is not readily apparent. 
“Ocean conditions have been poor, 
and there are lots of things that can 
go wrong for salmon in freshwater,” 
said David Ortmann, vice-chairman 
of the Pacific Fisheries Management 
Council.
The council’s staff have drawn up a 
list of around 50 possible factors that 
could be contributing to the decline, 
including increased threat to salmon 
from predators including sea lions, 
water pollution and disease. The 
council has requested a multi-agency 
task force led by the National Marine 
Fisheries Service’s West Coast Science 
Centers to research these potential 
causes and to report back to the 
council at its meeting in September.
Meanwhile, drastic measures may 
be needed ahead of any insight into 
the cause of this dramatic fisheries 
decline.Conservation groups in the US are 
continuing to push for a declaration on 
the conservation status of polar bears 
as a means of challenging the federal 
government’s stand on greenhouse 
gas emissions and climate change.
A decision on classifying the polar 
bear as “threatened”, probably as a 
result of climate change reducing the 
amount of summer sea ice on which 
they depend, was due to be made 
by the Fish and Wildlife Service by 
January 9, a year after consultation 
began on the issue.
The service says that it is still 
reviewing technical data and more 
than 670,000 comments on the issue. 
But environmental campaigners 
are concerned that the decision 
is being delayed because of the 
administration’s sale of valuable 
gas and oil leases in Alaska that are 
considered key polar bear territory. 
The WWF highlighted in February the 
announced lease sale by the Minerals 
Management Service of nearly 30 
million acres of the pristine Chukchi 
Sea, in the far north-west of Alaska,  
for gas and oil exploration.
“Selling off our natural heritage to 
the highest bidder is a sad spectacle 
and represents a step backwards in 
The status of the iconic Arctic predator 
is being used in the US as a means of 
testing wider environmental policies. 
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for future generations,” said Carter 
Roberts, president of the WWF.
So last month the Natural Resources 
Defence Council, Greenpeace and 
the Centre for Biological Diversity 
sued the administration for missing 
the legal deadline by which a decision 
should have been made on the polar 
bear. “The Endangered Species Act 
is absolutely unambiguous,” says 
Andrew Weitzler, director of the 
endangered species project at NRDC. 
“We need urgent action from this 
administration to protect the polar bear 
and reduce greenhouse gas pollution, 
not continued delay.”
US law requires an endangered 
species listing decision to be made 
strictly on the basis of scientific 
information regarding the foreseeable 
future. But conservationists believe the 
delay on a decision on the polar bears’ 
status is as a result of the negotiations 
on the sale of gas and oil leases as well 
as an expectation of further drilling and 
mining prospects as the Arctic region 
becomes increasingly accessible. “This 
administration has listed fewer species 
than any other under the Endangered 
Species Act,” says Kassie Siegel, 
climate programme director at the 
Centre for Biological Diversity.
Everyone agrees that polar bears 
are difficult to count in the wild 
and there is disagreement over 
population numbers. While many 
Alaskan politicians believe the state’s 
population is steady, a recent US Testing: Conservationists are pushing for the US to class polar bears as endangered as a 
means of challenging wider environmental issues. (Photo: tbkmedia.de/Alamy.)
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unless greenhouse gas emissions were 
curbed significantly, two third’s of the 
world’s polar bears, including all those 
in Alaska, would disappear by the 
middle of the century.
“It’s hard to say that a new car 
factory in Detroit will be stopped 
because of its potential impact on the 
ice edge, but the endangered species Britain is to be the site of the world’s 
largest butterfly house — Butterfly 
World — with an aim as a visitor 
attraction and conservation flagship, 
alerting the public to the dramatic 
decline in butterflies in many countries.
The plan is the brainchild of 
businessman Clive Farrell, a passionate 
supporter of the environmental 
importance of lepidopterans, who 
has built butterfly houses in the US, 
Switzerland and the UK.
But in his biggest project, he hopes 
to have up to 10,000 butterflies in  
flight at any one time that visitors  
can observe in a walk-through  
100 metre-wide dome, built near  
St Albans, north-west of London. The 
£25 million project was launched last 
month by veteran television presenter 
and zoologist, David Attenborough. 
Outside the dome, extensive gardens 
and traditional meadows are planned 
A new tourist attraction will highlight 
the plight of many butterfly species, 
reports Nigel Williams.
Glass action
Complex: The Large Blue butterfly, extinct in
following research into its unusual needs. (Phohasn’t been full tested,” says Margaret 
Williams, director of the World Wildlife 
Fund’s Bering Sea programme.
Meanwhile in Canada, the province 
of Manitoba has joined the group of 
bodies across Canada adding polar 
bears to the list of endangered  
species under its regional wildlife act.  
Its population of polar bears in  
western Hudson Bay is a popular to attract rapidly declining native 
species.
A recent meeting of conservationists 
from more than 30 countries was 
held in Germany. Several countries 
reported the extinction of 10 or more 
species within their boundaries. For 
the first time a European butterfly, the 
Maderian Large White, was declared 
globally extinct.
Important butterfly sites in Bulgaria 
have been destroyed to make way for 
tourist development and the continuing 
changes to farming practice are also 
causing concern, the meeting heard.
Sir David said that in the UK, three 
quarters of British butterflies had 
declined in the past 20 years, some 
of them very rapidly. “These declines 
indicate an underlying deterioration 
of the environment as a whole,” he 
said. But ironically, some of the once 
commonest species are faring worst, 
while some of the rarest, having raised 
conservation fears, are doing better.
For example, the Large Blue 
butterfly, which became extinct in 
the UK during the last century, is now 
a re- introduction and conservation 
success story. Populations of these 
 the UK, has been successfully reintroduced 
to: David Tipling.)attraction for eco-tourists who come  
to observe them each fall while they 
are still confined to land.
Researchers believe there are 
many parallels between these bears 
and those of the US bears based in 
the Alaskan Beaufort Sea. “Both are 
relatively well-studied populations and 
are showing clear signs of stress,”  
says Williams.butterflies appear to be surviving 
well on several nature reserves in the 
south-west of England. Researchers, 
including Jeremy Thomas, professor 
of ecology at Oxford University 
and one of the trustees of the new 
project, discovered that the larvae of 
this butterfly needed to be taken by 
ants into their nests for part of their 
development phase. But the species 
of ant was specific, and only found 
amongst grassland where the sward 
was grazed at a particular height. With 
this information, the reintroductions 
have proved a success, attracting the 
public to sites where this distinctive 
butterfly is now flying again.
For the sake of future generations 
we must take action now. Butterfly 
World is doing just that, says 
Attenborough. “It is putting the 
issues on the agenda and seeking 
to help reverse this environmental 
catastrophe.”
Champion: David Attenborough launched 
plans for a major butterfly tourist and con-
servation project near London. (Photo: Cate 
Gillon/Getty Images.)
